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ABSTRACT 

The effects of two social contexts on the risk 
-taking behavior of elementary boys on a shuffleboard task were 
investigated. It was predicted that Atkinson’s 

motive— probability— incentive (M- P— I) model would be supported in the 
peer-competitive context, in that the success-oriented subjects would 
choose more goals with median Ps values than the failure- avoidant 
subjects, but that these two groups would not differ in this regard 
in the adult- evaluative context. These hypotheses were supported. A 
test was also made of Atkinson's recent prediction that performance 
will relate positively to summated motivation in the peer- competitive 
context but negatively to this variable in the adult-evaluative 
context. These predictions were partly supported, and the data were 
interpreted in terms of the inverted U curve postulated to hold 
between discriminative behavior and total arousal. The summated 
motivation measure is a combination of need for achievement, 
defensiveness and test anxiety, (Author/DB) 
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RISK TAKING AND PERFORMANCE IN RELATION TO ACHIEVEMENT- 



RELATED MOTIVES, DEFENSIVENESS AND SOCIAL CONTEXT 



John T* Damm 
University of Queensland 
and 



Anne Bloxom 



Nashville, Tennessee 



Abstract 



This study investigates the effects of two social contexts on the 
risk-taking behaviour of elementary school boys on a shuffleboard task. 

It is predicted that Atkinson's motive-probability-incentive (M-P-l) model 
will be supported in the peer-competitive context, in that the success- 
oriented subjects will choose more goals with median Ps values than the 
failure-avoidant subjects, but that these two groups will not differ in 
this regard in the adult-evaluative context* These hypotheses are supported. 
A test is also made of Atkinson’s recent prediction that performance will 
relate positively to summated motivation in the peer-competitive context 
biit negatively to this variable in the adult -evaluative context. These 
predictions are partly supported, and the data are interpreted in terms of 
the inverted U curve postulated to hold between discriminative behaviour 
and total arousal. The summated motivation measure is a combination of 
need for achievement, defensiveness and test anxiety. 





RISK TAKING AND PERFORMANCE IT" RELATION TO ACKIEVEMENT- 
RELATED MOTIVES, DEFENSIVENESS AMD SOCIAL CONTENT “ 



John T, Darnm 
University of Queensland 
and 

Anne Bloxom 
Nashville , Tennessee 

Recent publications have suggested that risk taking is a function not 
only of the chronic motivational dispositions (see Atkinson, 1957) that a 
subject brings to a task but also the social context in which the task is 
presented (Atkinson & 0 r Connor, 1966; Bamm, 1968), In view of the number of 
studies that have established the validity of Atkinson's motive -probability- 
incentive (M-F-l) model of risk taking when tasks are presented in peer- 
competitive contexts (e*g., Atkinson, Bastian, Earl & Li twin, i960; Atkinson 
& Li twin, i960; Brody, 1963), it seems important to us that the model should 
be examined in relation to goal-setting in othei social contexts. 

The Atkinson (1957) model takes account of three variables : certain 

, relativel3 r permanent and stable dispositions' elicited in any achievement 
situation, a subject's perceived probabilities of success and failure and the 
incentive value of success and failure associated with these probabilities. 
Hie motivational dispositions basic to the model are need for achievement (n 
Achievement) and test anxiety, conceptualised, respectively, as motive to 
approach success (Ms) and motive to avoid failure (Maf), 

Incentive values of success (Is) and failure (If) are assigned to be 
related, respectively, in an inverse and in a direct fashion to probabilities 
of success (Ps), i*e*. Is = I - Fs and If = -Fs. From the model it follows 



O 

ERIC 



3 





Maf > Ms (or, more simply, the Maf ) will choose goals with more extreme Ps 
values , 

In the situation where incentive points of, say, nine to one are offered 



maximises his performance score potential when he chooses a goal with Ps — . 5- 



whereas a subject choosing a Ps of, say, *8 for all trials should get only 16 
points and would, in fact, get only 20 points if he were successful on every 
trial. However, it is not assumed that, with the introduction of incentive 
points by the experimenter , the subjects are aware that the choice of median 
Ps goals maximises scoring potential* 

Predictions concerning the Ps choices of the Ms and the Maf have been 
validated in the previously cited studies by Atkinson and his associates in 
which Incentive points were ? ot offered by the experimenter. In these studies, 
college males were presented with tasks, e.g., shuffleboard or ring toss, in 
peer-competitive (PC) contexts in which the experimenters remained as unobtru- 
sive as possible* Other studies, employing implicitly adult -evaluative (AE ) 
contexts, have failed to support the model* In two such studies (pamm & 

Cleary, unpublished, 19 66; de Charms & Pave, 1965 )^ preadolescent males inter- 
acted individually with the experimenter in the goal-setting task. Each of 
these adult -evaluative (AE ) studies also differed from the Atkinson studies, 
in that they provided subjects with objective probabilities established in 
pre -experimental sessions and offered subjects incentive points for successful 
shots, de Charms and Pave (1965) found no reliable difference between the Ps 



lor successful achievement of goals ranging in Ps from *1 to . 9 ^ an individual 



A subject choosing a Ps of .5 on each of 10 trials should get 25 points in all. 
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have affected the Ps choices in these studies, it seems more likely that the 



and reversed findings. 

Studies relating n Achievement to performance have found that sources of 
motivation extrinsic o the task itself have affected predicted relationships . 
Atkinson and Raphelson ( 1956 ) found no correlation between performance in 
arithmetic and achievement motivation under a * multi— incentive 1 condition (in 
which n Affiliation was probably elicited as well as n Achievement)^ whereas 
there was a positive relationship under a condition of ! achievement-orienta- 
tion* Heed for affiliation would seem likely to be more strongly elicited in 
an adult -evaluative (AE) than in a peer-competitive (PC) context* 

Atkinson and O'Connor (1966) found that n Affiliation related positively 
to performance on tasks requiring interaction of the subject with the experi- 
menter ^ but that it was not related to scores on a task which the subject took 
privately. These authors suggest that Just as the intrinsic incentive value 
of successful achievement is given by Is = 1 - Ps^ so is the incentive value 
of successful affiliation* 

Two possible effects of social contexts eliciting n Affiliation are 
considered by Atkinson and O'Connor (1966)* when aff illative tendencies are 
strongly elicited,, all subjects may perform better or those who are high in 
n Achievement may be more than optimally aroused and thus not perform as well 
as they do in PC contexts --an effect not unlike that attributed by Yerkes and 
Dodson (1908) to greater than optimal arousal on discriminative behaviour. 
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Atkinson and 0 1 Connor interpret results from their own and earlier studies 
(o.rr # . Smithy 1 oft'. ) in Hie latte v way because n Affiliation alone led to suc- 
cessful performance, whereas high n Affiliation combined with moderate to high 
n Achiever, nt produced a performance decrement* 

The second factor intrinsically related to achievement is test anxiety • 
Conceptualising test anxiety as the motive to avoid failure, Atkinson (1964) 
argues that it Inhibits all behaviour, including task-oriented 'approach 1 
behaviour, which might lead to failure. Consequently, when the arousal of 
approach motivation is greater than optima], (e.g., when high n Affiliation as 
well as high n Achievement are elicited by an evaluative experimenter and by 
a challenging task respectively), a strong tendency to avoid failure should, 
paradoxically, enhance performance by reducing approach drive to a level 
closer to the optimal* 

Imagine two sub j sets --one with high n Achievement and low test anxiety 
(Ms) and the other the opposite of this (Maf) --each with a high chronic level 
of n Affiliation* If a PC context fails to elicit aff'iliative tendencies ^ the 
first individual should be close to optimally aroused and should be successful ** 
in such a context, whereas the Maf should be less than optimally aroused* In 
an AE context the Ms individual may be more than optimally aroused, and., while 
this might be expected to affect his performance, It does not follow that his 
goal-setting will be affected. The Maf individual in an AE context, in which 
the debilitating effect of his test anxiety is offset by the elicitation of 
his n Affiliation, should be closer to optimally aroused than he would be in a 
PC context* For those Ms and Maf individuals with low to moderate chronic n 
Affiliation the differential effects of the two contexts might be expected to 
be slight. 




If n Affiliation 
in which gocl-setting 



is a significant source of motivation in certain context; 
tasks are presented, defensiveness may be another r.ueh 



source. The Defensiveness Scale for Children (DSC) of Sarason, Hill ana 
Zimbardo (196^) is used in the present study. The authors of the scale define 
defensiveness as an unconscious censoring of negative feelings. Marlowe and 
Crox'me (1961) have developed a Social Desirability Scale, the content of which 
bears some similarity to that of the DSC. They say, 

ooeial desirability , , . refers to a need for social approval and acceptance 
and the belief that this can be attained by means of culturally accepted and 
appropriate behaviours. In a psychometric situation, a high need for social 
approval world be inferred from a person's attribution of cultural!! approved 
statements to himself and the denial of culturally unacceptable traits [pp, 109 
110 ] . " 



It seems to us that the negative feelings censored by defensive subjects 
on the DSC relate to culturally unacceptable traits. If so, a defensive 
individual should show a greater sensitivity to certain social contexts than a 
less defensive person, and defensiveness should combine with n Achievement and 
test anxiety in such a way that the summated arousal will have similar effects 
to that when n Affiliation is combined with these measures of achievement 
motives . 

There are two ways in which the summated effects of n Achievement, n 
Affiliation (or defensiveness) and test anxiety may be studied: firstly, in a 

factorial three-way design involving the eight combinations of dichotomized 
scores on each 5 secondly, by converting each subject’s scores on the three 
measures, combining them (n Achievement + n Affiliation - Test Anxiety) and 
then correlating the composite measure with goal-setting and with performance 



scores. 'me latter method has had to he used in the present study because it 
lias not been roe s itOm to locate riufTieier.f cases wild* Ho? iinctivelj high n 
Affiliation scores for a factorial design. 

Let us assume that a PC context elicits only n Achievement and test 
anxiety, whereas an AK context elicits n Affiliation (and possibly defensive- 
ness) as well as the two achievement-related motives. Let the typical Ms 
individual's levels of n Achievement and test anxiety be expressed as z scores 
of 1.00 and - 1 , 00 , respectively, and let the typical Maf individxial have the 
same l scores with the signs reversed for these motive measures. In order to 
demonstrate the effects of n Affiliation and of defensiveness, let the z 
scores for 'high 1 and 'low' scorers on each of these measures be 1.00 and -1.00 
respectively. Then in the AE and in the PC contexts, four cases relevant to 
the present argument would have summated arousal levels as follows " 
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sum but in its sum relative to others in the same social context. As n 
Achievement has been shox-m to relate more closely to performance in situations 
in which it is presumably the only approach motive elicited than in multi- 
incentive conditions (Atkinson & O'Connor, 1966), the summated arousal of the 
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in tiie PC context (2,00) may be close to optimal. In the AD context the 
elicitation of approach motives in addition to n Achievement may lead to 
supra - optimal arousal (4,00 compared with the presumably closer-to-opt imal 
median value of .00 in AE ) • It is more parsimonioiis to assume the same opti- 
mal value ^ say 1.00^ for both contexts. 

The hypotheses to be tested in relation to subjects given 10 trials in a 
shuffleboard task presented in either a PC or an AE context are set out below* 
The Ms and Mat* subjects have been selected so that as groups they do not differ 
reliably in either n AiTlliatxon or defensiveness scores. 

(1) In PC j the Ms will choose more goals with median Ps values than will 
the Maf. 

(2) In AE., these two groups will not differ in tlie degree to which their 
Ps choices deviate from the median value. 

(3) In PC_, the Ms operating at a close to optimal level of arousal will 
show greater consistency in their goal-setting behaviour from trial to trial 
than the Ms will in AE- 

(4) In PCj the performance scores of the Ms will be highez than those of 
the Maf* 

(5) In AEj the two groups will not differ in their performance scores. 

(6) Highly defe nsive compared with less defensive subjects will show 
greater differences in the goal-setting strategies they adopt in the PC and 
in the AE contexts. 

(7) The sujmnated arousal measure (n Achievement + n Affiliation + Defen- 
siveness - Test Anxiety) will correlate negatively with deviations of Ps 
choices from the median and positively with performance scores in PC, whereas 
the reverse will hold in AE. 





